PIERO    ILGOTTOSO                      III

his victims to their deaths by treachery, he had gained the
name of "the universal spider." At the same time he worked
an immense change in France which was for her ultimate
benefit. He destroyed the power of the nobles, gradually mur-
dering them in turn until he left none who could be formi-
dable, and quenched all elements of independence; but he
converted chaos into order, made France into a strong and
prosperous kingdom, and was the founder of her absolute
monarchy During the first six years of his reign (1461-1467)
he was occupied in the above struggle, until by the end of this
period he had for the time crushed the power of the nobles
in France.

In 1466 Francesco Sforza, Duke of Milan, died. Ever since
he had gained his throne by Cosimo's assistance be had been
a firm friend of the Medici, and the death of this strong ally
tended to weaken Piero's position, both as regards foreign
affairs and in his own state, as Francesco's son rnd successor,
Galeazzo Sforza, was not so strong a character, nor so surely
to be relied upon.

In August 1466 the conspiracy which had been hatching
for two years to take Piero's life and destroy the Medici came
to a head. The party headed by Luca Pitti assembled their
forces in arms a few miles from Florence, and laid plans for
seizing PiQjro, who was lying seriously ill at Careggi. At the
same time a force from Ferrara, under Ercole d'Este, Duke
Borso's brother, advanced to the frontier to assist them. But
the conspirators were completely mistaken in their man; for
Piero displayed a resolution and energy extraordinary in one
handicapped as he was by severe illness. Getting into a litter,
he at once started for Florence; but on the way he had a nar-
row escape. On this occasion his young son Lorenzo, then
seventeen, displayed great coolness in danger, and resource;
whereby he saved his father's life. Riding on ahead, he heard
of an armed party who were lying in wait for Piero on the